by Lt. Chris Petrock

e brief NORDO procedures before
\/\/every flight. Sure, many of ushave had

anamplifier give out mid-flight so that
we were unableto transmit, but in this age of
two radios and state-of -the-art equipment, what
arethe odds of going completely NORDO in
the cockpit?Higher than | would have ex-
pected.

“Three Oh One'sairborne,” | called, asl
launched into the darkness. Instead of the
expected acknowledgment from departure, |
got no response. | repeated my message.
Again, dead silence. Thistime, however, |
noticed the lack of asidetonewhen | keyed the
radio.

“Can anyone hear me?’ | asked on our
tactical frequency. “OK,” | thought, “one of my
comm cords must have comeloose on the cat
shot. I'll just wait until I’ m safely away from
thewater and start checking my connections.”

| switched my squawk to 7600 and donned
my NV Gsas| passed 3,000 feet. | continued
checking in, on the off chancethat | was
actually transmitting. After leveling off over-
head the ship at our pre-briefed rendezvous
atitude, I began troubleshooting. Disconnecting
and re-connecting al of my comm cords,
turning both radios off and back on, and
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initiating aBI T of the comm system, didn’t fix
the problem. After pushing and prying the
hose connection between the seat pan and the
seat pad with no success, | knew | was
destined for anight of silence.

| patiently waited for my first playmateto
arrive overhead. When hedid, | feverishly
flashed my external lights. Hereturned the
flashes, joined to theinside of theturn, and
secured hisstrobes, signaling that he had
assumed thelead. “OK, now what?’ |
wondered. We continued to orbit until our two
remaining wingmen joined. | could seeonthe
NV Gsthat Dash 1 wasthelast planetojoin.
As| expected, he stayed on theinside of the
turnwhilethe planethat | had originally joined
ondidtotheoutside. After Dash 3and 4
departed, | assumed we would remain over-
head until the end of the cycle or proceed to
the tanker for our fragged gas.

Surprisingly, my lead started to descend.
When | saw aquick squirt out of hisfuel
dumps, | figured that we must be headed for
animmediaterecovery. | began warily
dumping gas, because| didn’t want to dump
all theway down to max trap right away in
case of some unforeseen delay.



The descent was uncomfortably quiet, and
| soon figured out why. Leveling off at 1,200
feet, | noticed that the dtitude displayed in my
HUD wasflashing. Since | had no aural
warningsin my headset, | had never heard my
radar altimeter go off passing 5,000 feet (I had
neglected toroll the bug down during the
descent and did not noticethered light illumi-
nate). When we were established on what |
assumed to be afinal approach course, |
resumed dumping fuel down to max trap.

At 10 milesfrom the ship, my lead flashed
hislightsacoupletimesand we proceeded to
drop the gear and go to half flaps (per squadron
SOP). | selected the ILS and my lead took the
ACLSneedles. Theship cameinto view inside
of six miles, and thetip over was uneventful.
Just outside three-quarters of amile, my lead
added power and climbed whilel wasgivena
long shot of cut lightsfor my “roger ball.” |
transitioned to full flapsand flew my best
approach, knowing that paddleswould be
unabletogivemeany line-up calls. Inclosg, |
was given asubsequent quick burst of cut lights
for a“power” call and rolled out into the 2-
wire, ending my ordedl.

| learned several lessonsfrom thisexperi-
ence. First, regardless of what aircraft you're
flying, never assumethat acomplete NORDO
Situation can’'t happen to you. (By theway,
mine was caused by aloose, seat-pan connec-
tion.)

Second, especidly at night when signals
aredifficult to pass, thoroughly brief al contin-
gencies (shuffling flight members, passing the
lead, tanking, and planned recovery time) so
everyone'son the same sheet of music.

Next, | could have used my PRC-112to
passinformation on guard. | didn’t think about
thistactic until we had started our descent to
the ship, by whichtime| had my handsfull just
flying formation. | should have pulled theradio
out overhead mother whilewaiting for someone
tojoin. Also, asweall know, it takesafew
secondsto trangition from flying formation to
flying theball. Onaclear night,withtheshipin
plainview, earlier isbetter than later when
detachingaNORDO wingman.

Finaly, never get soinvolved in the process
that you break habit patterns (such asradar-
dtimeter discipline). NORDO isalegitimate
emergency and should betreated assuch. =g
Lt. Petrock flies with VFA-136.
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